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Abstract 
Below is presented a study of urban marginality which purpose is the creation of a database enabling the selection of the 
neighbourhoods with highest degree of marginality in the city of Barcelona. The research process has been developed through a 
bibliographic analysis framed on the theory and the results of the investigations of Loïc Wacquant (2007; 2009; 2011), with a 
particular focus on the concept of "advanced marginality". The results obtained through a descriptive statistical analysis allowed 
the selection of three neighbourhoods whose residents are characterized by an increased presence of indicators of marginality: 
Besòs i Maresme (district of San Marti) Ciutat Meridiana (district of Nou Barris) and Trinitat Vella (district of Sant Andreu). On 
the basis of the definition of marginality, a questionnaire template was designed in order to analyse the feelings of Barcelona’s 
citizens about insecurity.  The questionnaire aims to outline similarities and differences between two demographic groups (the 
marginality and the citizens at large) and, at the same time, verify how aspects such as gender, age, income, etc. affect the feeling 
of insecurity.   
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Introduction 
 
Urban insecurity has become over the last years one of the most pressing issues affecting European citizenship. In 
particular, several researches show that the countries of Southern Europe and the Mediterranean are experiencing the 
highest rates of insecurity (Mayhew & Van Dijk, 1997; Van Kesteren et al., 2000; Aromaa & Heiskanen, 2002; 
Nieuwbeerta, 2004; Van Dijk, 2007; Recasens, Cardoso, Castro, & Nobili, 2013). Barcelona follows the general 
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trend as well. According to the Municipal Services Survey (2013) – developed annually by the Municipal Council – 
insecurity is perceived as the second most serious problem in the city after the problems related to unemployment 
and working conditions. This figure is interesting for different reasons: 
 
• The perception of insecurity does not match with the crime rate of the city. Data show a decrease (6.5%) in 
proceedings for offenses brought by the District Attorney’s Office between 2011 and 2012 (Ministerio de 
Justicia, 2013) 
 
• According to the Municipal Services Survey (2013) there is a disparity at the territorial level regarding 
public perception of problems. In the district of Ciutat Vella, for example, the main task of the authority is 
related to the improvement of safety in the neighbourhood. On the contrary, at the municipal level, 
concerns related to personal safety come right after the economic problems 
• In a nutshell, according to the perception of the citizens it is possible to say that the mayor problems in 
Barcelona are the economics ones, such as the unemployment (the most serious issue which accounts for 
26.6% of the respondents), the poverty (2.1%) and the other economic-related problems (9.9%) 
The concerns about the economic conditions and their relationship to the issues related to the insecurity itself 
suggests a reflection on two dimensions: on the one hand, the criminal insecurity (i.e. the objective increased in 
terms of crime and offence) and, on the other hand, the social insecurity due to the precarization of the labour 
market and the rose of uncertainties during the current economic crisis. 
 
2. Objectives 
 
The aim is to analyse the feelings of Barcelona’s citizens around the issue of urban insecurity. At a second level, this 
paper aims to analyse similarities and differences between two demographic groups: the marginality, on the one 
hand, and the public at large, on the other hand. Considering that the profile analysis of interviewees is a classic 
reference in studies on the perception of insecurity, the idea is to verify how aspects such as gender, age, income, 
etc. affect the feeling of insecurity. Finally, this study privileges a focus on the neighbourhood (barrio) rather than 
the focus on the district usually employed by other instruments such as Victimization Surveys. By establishing a 
relationship between insecurity and a closer territorial reality it is possible to provide a more representative 
dimension of what citizens experiment in their everyday lives, highlighting their problems (real and/or perceived) 
and evaluating the impact of public policy on security on marginal spaces of the city. 
 
3. Theoretical dimension of insecurity in Barcelona 
 
As explained by Valera (2012), socio-psychological studies on insecurity usually operate a distinction between two 
dimensions: fear of crime and perception of insecurity. Others authors refer to this differentiation in terms of 
objective insecurity – a concept that depends on the increase of crime – and subjective insecurity – more related to 
an emotional dimension (Robert, 2006; Wacquant, 2011). Rader (2004) tries to overcome this opposition opting for 
the more inclusive concept of victimization. This term refers to three aspects: one affective (fear of crime), one 
cognitive (risk perception) and one behavioural (self-restraint behaviours). However, beyond the conceptual 
differences, researchers agree on the assumption that studies on urban insecurity could not be reduced to an analysis 
of official data on crime but emotional aspects related to the perception of citizens have to be taken into account (see 
among others: Bustinza, 2008; Valera, 2008).   
 
     At the end of the decade of the 1970s, in conjunction with the Spanish State's democratic transition, the city of 
Barcelona experiments a period of crisis of confidence, "a generalized increase in the sense of insecurity and 
consequently, a growing demand for political and security services", to quote Lahosa (2009, p. 23). As occurred in 
other urban areas of Europe, the Socialist mayor Pasqual Maragall commissioned an Urban Safety Technical 
Committee in order to develop a programme “for effective measures performance in the field of public safety" – as 
claimed by a mayoral decree in 1983. The conclusions made by the working groups of this Committee evidenced 
that insecurity as a social phenomenon was structured on two dimensions (one objective and one subjective), which 
involved the taking into account of a methodology that could investigate citizens' feelings beyond the official crime 
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data. In this sense, the first Victimization Survey of Barcelona (VSB) in 1984 started up precisely to overcome the 
lack of precision of police’s analysis about urban insecurity. To achieve this goal, the VSB was designed around two 
distinctive features: 
 
• The selection of a sample reflecting the population weight of each district of the Metropolitan Area of 
Barcelona. This territorial dimension defines the problem of insecurity as a purely urban phenomenon, 
according to Lahosa (2009) 
• A focus on individuals as "producers of information" (Lahosa, 2009, p. 27). This element was the basis for 
designing the instrument used to collect the data (the questionnaire) 
     Since then, the City Council develops the VSB each year which proves how public perception has become a 
central concern at the time of developing local policies on security. 
 
     However, the adoption of instruments such as the VSB highlights another aspect: the establishment of a 
triangular relationship between (1) feelings of citizens, (2) safety and (3) political-criminal strategies of 
municipalities (see: Rechea, Fernández Molina, & Benitez, 2004). The incorporation of the emotional dimension of 
citizens’ perception as a centre for municipal intervention has important consequences for the interpretation of social 
processes in the urban context. Wacquant (2007) suggests for instance that the increased perception of insecurity has 
a close relationship with the processes of social segregation and territorial stigmatization. Castel (1996) worries 
about what he calls the "return of the dangerous classes" (p. 96) stressing a process of moral disqualification of the 
disadvantaged areas of the city. Fraile (2007) argues that insecurity is currently a "fuzzy spot where uncivil 
behaviours intermingle with crime or misdemeanour." According to these authors, a growing confusion has been 
generated between social insecurity (mainly economically related and hitting the weaker states of society) and the 
perception of insecurity (which has more to do with an emotional and, therefore, subjective dimension). Thus, as 
evidenced in social-psychology research (Di Masso, 2007; Valera, 2012), insecurity becomes a complex issue 
encompassing not only the traditional criminal dimension but also another dimension of conflicting nature – which it 
helps to understand why insecurity increases even if crimes decrease. That’s why the presence of groups perceived 
as "dangerous" (youth gangs, immigrants, etc.) together with a lack of social integration (the sense of belonging) 
could generate tensions arising from the public space. 
 
4. Results 
 
By definition, marginality refers to groups that are not integrated in a society – at the "margin" – but it is more 
difficult to establish a clear difference between 'insiders' and 'outsiders' and to identify social groups that compose it. 
Moreover, in contemporary times, different factors such as increased mobility, multi-ethnic societies, precarization 
of labour relations, etc., introduce new dynamics of social marginalization that make it even more problematic an 
analytical definition of marginality. In our study, the selection of the factors defining the marginality is embodied in 
an analysis of the Barcelona urban context and the new forms of marginality living in this territory. Therefore, 
basing the theoretical framework on Wacquant's work (2007; 2009; 2011), we have selected a set of variables 
enabling a synthesis of the characteristics of populations in marginal conditions not only from an economic but also 
form a social, cultural and educational perspective.  
 
In this sense, marginality is configured as a specific but complex social situation, the result of a combination of 
factors that manifest themselves with varying intensity. The definition of marginality employed in this study is 
articulated around two groups of factors: first, the group including the "structural variables" such as gender, age, 
place of birth, etc., which are a classic reference on the subject of social exclusion. Furthermore, it includes a set of 
variables that could be defined as the "indicators of marginality" including the educational profile of the individual, 
his/her economic and welfare condition, and labour situation. The indicators could be synthetized with the five 
factors below: 
 
• Socio-demographic vulnerability (SDV), which take into account the poverty background of the foreign 
population living in Barcelona 
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• Negative cultural capital (NCC), referring to the lack of skills and/or qualifications. It takes into account 
people who have only attained primary education or have not completed compulsory education 
• Socio-economic vulnerability (SEV), measuring the territorial distribution of the household income as a 
measure of the combined incomes of all people sharing a particular place of residence 
• Employment vulnerability (EV), a combination of several aspects such as the unemployment rate, the long-
term unemployment rate and the evolution of the unemployment rate 
• Young over-representation (YOR), defined as the weight of young generation over the total population 
Generally, individuals with a profile of marginality meet the following characteristics: they are young people 
(between 15 and 29 years old), coming from a poor country, with a low educational level and being in a working 
precarious situation. Thus, identifying vulnerable sectors of the population and selecting the variables that determine 
their vulnerability is essential in order to analyse the issue of insecurity. After a descriptive statistical analysis, we 
have selected the three neighbourhoods with highest rate of marginality: Ciutat Meridiana (in the district of Nou 
Barris), Besòs i Maresme (Sant Martí) and La Trinitat Vella (Sant Andreu).  
 
The questionnaires’ respondents will be selected within this sample of neighbourhoods. Items from 2 to 12 are 
designed to identify the respondents that match with the marginality factors. Item 1 (about gender) has been 
included, too. In the second part of the questionnaire, the respondent is invited to answer a battery of items more 
related to his/her perception of insecurity. The exploration of the emotional dimension of insecurity requires an 
analysis in terms of perceived levels of "real" crime (item 13), victimization (items 14 and 15) and perception of 
personal safety in the future (risk of victimization) (item 16). At the same time, the questionnaire takes into account 
previous research underlining the weight of social belonging to the neighbourhood (see, for instance, Valera, 2012) 
(item 17) and the safeguard of the personal safety (item18). In the end, two more questions have been included in 
order to provide a differentiation of the reasons of insecurity according to the respondents’ perception (item 19) as 
well as the solution proposed by the respondent for improving security (item 20). 
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